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Corehead covers some 640 
hectares and is the most 
complex of the three large 

landholdings of Borders Forest Trust 
(BFT); Carrifran Wildwood and Talla 
& Gameshope being the other two. 
One half of Corehead has a flock of 
300 breeding ewes, the other half has 
three small valleys of planted native 
woodland totalling 195 hectares below 
the summit of Hart Fell (801 metres).

Purchased by the Trust in 2009 
with donations from far and 
wide, the vision for Corehead is “a 
community-engaged, sustainable 
project integrating the restoration 
of native woodlands, wetlands and 
heathlands with a farm operating 
on organic principles”. It is a site 
where BFT is aiming to demonstrate 
how upland farming can function 
and be viable alongside native 
woodland and ecological restoration. 
We are fortunate to work with an 
environmentally minded Borders’ 
sheep farmer who looks after our 
flock of blackface sheep and takes 
care of other farming activities such 
as cutting hay, rolling bracken and 
sowing a wild bird cover crop. 

Potentially, Corehead is the most 
ecologically rich site of the three areas 
owned by BFT due to its south-facing 
aspect over the Solway, relatively 
low altitude and the inclusion of the 
upper levels of the Annan floodplain. 
With an underlying geology of 
ancient marine sandstones, shales 
and mudstones, there are good 
mineral soils on the site away from 
blanket peat creating the potential for 
flourishing and diverse ecosystems.

On acquisition the vegetation was 
typical of open, long-grazed and often 
burned upland. Centuries of usage 
as unenclosed sheep walk and cattle 
pasture have removed all but a tiny 
fragment of the original woodland 
cover leaving short, open vegetation 
and an abundance of heath-rush, 
purple moor-grass, mat-grass and 
on lower slopes over better soils 
extensive areas of bracken. To provide 
a baseline against which to measure 
future changes, a National Vegetation 
Survey was undertaken of the whole 
site by Stuart Adair (author of this 
issue’s Last Word on page 42). In 
terms of wildlife the best recorded 
baseline we have is for birds, with 
18 species recorded in 2010 rising to 
33 species in 2015 including black 
grouse, peregrine and great spotted 
woodpecker. Records are kept of 
annual surveys along eight transects 
on the site.

How Corehead has changed
Looking at Corehead from above 
the Devil’s Beeftub you might ask, 
‘What’s changed?’ and conclude ‘Not 
a lot’. Sheep still graze the hillside 
and the landscape is still denuded. 
But hidden in each of the three 
valleys the woodland is taking off. 
These are grant-aided plantations, 
so tree tubes galore but soon to be 
removed. Two of the plantations 
have reluctantly but necessarily been 
wrapped round by deer fencing. We 
would have preferred to rely only on 
intensive stalking, as at Carrifran, 
but due to the inaccessibility of 
these valleys this was not considered 
adequate to address the deer pressure. 
Nevertheless, we culled 23 deer over a 
two-year period.

The composition of the woodlands 
included only 20 per cent shrubs 
so the understorey of willow, 
juniper, honeysuckle, wild rose, 
blackthorn and hazel is severely 
under-represented. Adding in these 
essential components will provide lots 
of opportunities for volunteer input 
followed by natural regeneration. 
A start has also been made planting 
montane scrub above the woodland, 
between the 400- and 600-metre 
contours. Largely comprising montane 
willows, dwarf birch and juniper this 
is not grant-aided and planted by 
volunteers based in a high camp.

Corehead: upland farming for 
the future
John Thomas gives a flavour of what’s possible with and without 
grant aid: ecological restoration alongside upland farming.

Clockwise from top left: An aerial image of 
Corehead; Junior rangers identifying the contents 
of owl pellets; Woodland planted in Tweedhope 
Valley Spring 2016. Photos: Aerographica Aerial 
Imagery; Alison Murphitt. 
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The management of the sheep farm 
and the in-bye ground has changed 
in small but significant ways. Many 
of the fields are being managed as 
wild flower hay meadows in which 
yellow rattle has been successfully 
established, and tree boxes (wooden 
frames around individual trees 
planted in grazed land to protect 
them from livestock) set up on the 
steeper grazing to create a wood 
pasture. Work has started to restore 
the wetland areas with small ponds 
or scrapes. The farm is run as close 
to being organic as is economically 
viable. With present subsidies (all 
change after Brexit?) the farm covers 
its costs.

A surprisingly demanding 
development has been the 
establishment of a small orchard. 
This has required a secure enclosure 
excluding deer, hares and badgers, 
which needs regular maintenance 
and frequent attention. One of the 
striking and most rapid changes to 
be observed is the display of wild 
flowers on land from which the sheep 
have been removed. Not yet reaching 
the brilliant yellow masses of bog 
asphodel or the drifts of orchids to 
be seen at Carrifran, Corehead is at 
least ten years behind, but we are 
already seeing a scattering of flowers 
where previously there were none and 
the recolonisation of the hillsides by 
heather. 

Great progress has been made over 
the past three years in getting local 
people involved. Through the energy 
and enthusiasm of BFT’s part-time 
community engagement officer, Ali 
Murfitt, local schools use the site for 
outdoor learning and a successful 
Junior Rangers group has been 
established, so successful that parents 
are now getting involved. 

Inevitably mistakes have been made as 
our work at Corehead has progressed. 
A small example is planting juniper 
in tubes resulting in leggy stems and 

unsupportable ‘lollipoping’ tops, and 
on the larger scale an insensitively 
built hill track to access remote valleys 
resulted in erosion and deposition 
of sediments downstream in recent 
very wet years. Each site has its own 
peculiar characteristics with unseen 
variations in soils, drainage, exposure 
and so on, which will influence 
outcomes sometimes with unintended 
consequences. Nevertheless, much 
has been achieved due to the skill 
and commitment of past and present 
staff and the enthusiasm and effort of 
volunteers.

What	next?
Maintaining 
what we 
have may 
sound rather 
uninteresting 
but it is now 
the first priority 
otherwise what 
we have achieved 
will deteriorate. 
The site 
officer spends 
a significant 
amount of 
their time 
looking after the 
many internal 
boundaries as 
well as the site boundary to keep 
sheep out of the woodland, the 
orchard, the wild bird cover and other 
areas. With the trees establishing well, 
attention can shift to other habitats 
and adding diversity to the woodland.

However, two priorities we must 
address are the provision of a cabin 
for use by schools and volunteers, 
and agreeing a plan for the four small 
conifer plantations on the site which 
have reached maturity. Replacing 
these with a single plantation of 
quality hardwood and softwood 
managed to maturity and/or replacing 
them with coppiced woodland are 
interesting possibilities. At the same 
time we need to retain some mature 
forest/woodland for outdoor learning.

Other suggested 
ecological 
improvements are:
1. The introduction 
of cattle into the 
hill grazing regime. 
This is a long-held 
aspiration but 

requires a thorough feasibility study 
as it could have many implications 
for farm infrastructure and future 
management. 
2. Larger scale control of the 
bracken on the hills. Bracken on 
the accessible hill is being rolled but 
much of it is on slopes too steep for 
rolling, harvesting commercially or 
composting.
3. The restoration of considerably 
more of the wetland along the river 
Annan. 

I hope this has given you a flavour of 
the complexity of what we are trying 
to achieve at Corehead: ecological 
restoration within a grant-aided 
framework alongside a small working 
farm with considerable educational 
and public involvement. We have 
to add into this complex mix the 
implications of uncertainties around 
the farming support mechanism, land 
reform and the gradual introduction 
of the Land Use Strategy. Challenging 
times ahead!

www.bordersforesttrust.org

John Thomas is a trustee and volunteer 
with Borders Forest Trust, a voluntary 
organisation encouraging sustainable 
woodland and forest culture in local 
communities in the South of Scotland 
through exemplary land ownership, 
outdoor learning and providing 
professional advice and consultancy to 
land owners seeking to develop native 
woodland.
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Other suggested ecological 
improvements include the 
introduction of cattle into the hill 
grazing regime. This is a long-
held aspiration but requires a 
thorough feasibility study. 


